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explosive than Shorty McGurk. And on these occasions he usually
did something about it. A few weeks after I came he spanked me
thoroughly for having told him a lie. When I wriggled away to
a safe distance and began cursing he threw an axe at me,
fortunately with poor aim. But it was a gesture I never forgot.
From then onward we understood each other perfectly and re-
mained the best of friends.
On pleasant days he spent the afternoons in a rocking chair
in the shade of an old maple tree, smoking strong home-grown
tobacco and hailing passing neighbours. His customary exclama-
tion of surprise or agitation was c'Hell's afire!"
Grandma, about ten years younger than he, was his perfect
antithesis in size and disposition, but she ruled him with an iron
hand, gloved with deepest devotion. All her life she had worked
as befits a man. Starting with two mules, a covered wagon, a
cow, and some home-made furnishings, a baby in arms and
another on the way, they had driven westward into what was
then virgin territory. She -had helped him hew logs for their first
home, clear ground for a garden, bring the raw land under
cultivation. Twice their home was burned to the ground. Once
they had lived with the mules in a barn until the house was
rebuilt. For more than thirty years she had endured Grandfather's
stormy temper, in itself no small personal triumph, bearing him
ten children and burying six. The last was a thirteen-year-old
boy whom they hoped I might replace.
For the first time I now had a decent room to myself, privacy,
extra clothes in a closet, a feather bed, books on a shelf, pride in
prized possessions. Work for the moment was slack; spring planting
was finished, harvest not yet begun. Uncle Tom and Gus attended
to routine chores, leaving Grandfather free to coddle his rheu-
matism in the sun.
I had time to get acquainted, to explore to my heart's content.
An entirely different life confronted me. The simplest procedures
had to be explained, and I had a thousand questions to tax the
family's patience. Catching butterflies, frogs, snakes, grasshoppers,
fireflies, and once a bumble-bee, were new, and the latter a
startling experience, I learned where milk came from, and how
to squirt it into a pail. I fed the pigs, gathered eggs, split kindling,
watched birds building their nests and chased rabbits from the
garden. There was an abundance of ripening fruit and berries that
need not be stolen; fine old maple trees to climb; soft warm grass